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Abstract 
This study aims to explore the lived experiences of rural students in Korea in words and visual images using Photovoice. Three 
sessions were conducted over one month in 2014 with six elementary students. Data was collected by student photovoice in their 
life. Spiral data analysis was used for analyzing the data. The following results were obtained. First, conducting an expression 
activity class using photo voice involves a process of practicing, reflecting, and observing class, and learned knowledge that 
comes into one’s life through the completion and organization of photovoice. Exploration through questions led students to make 
creative expressions through movement. Photovoice, which was made as the class was organized, made students "review" those 
photos that were not seen in the context. As a result, the expression activity design of the narrative curriculum allowed 
movement-oriented expression activities to promote intellectual growth and enable students to make diverse and creative self-
expressions. Second, students learned this through practice and the experience of using photo voice. As they sought knowledge in 
everyday life on their own by talking with other people and discussing the developed photos, they began to derive meaning from 
them. Photovoice proved to be an activity through which one can realize an expression activity through the quest for knowledge 
in daily life. Thus, the narrative curriculum’s expression activity established a link between the knowledge learned in school and 
students’ lives. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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1. Introduction 
Small school is defined as the elementary or middle school with less than 120 students and less than six classes in 
terms of school size. However recently, based on the economic principle to estimate the cost of education put in for 
a student, a school with no more than 60 students is regarded as a small school (Ministry of Education, 2013). 
Currently, rural schools account for approximately 40% (1,896 schools) of all schools in Korea (Jeong, 2014), and 
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small schools are operating in a difficult conditions including the lack of peer learning and limitations in after-
school program operations. One feature of rural schools is a long commute to school, for which schools with school 
buses give school rides to all the students in elementary and middle schools in the vicinity, and students in the 
schools without school buses commute to school by their parents’ cars. The schools in farming, fishing, and 
mountain villages are losing competitiveness due to small number of students, and integrated into other schools in 
the vicinity, and marginalized. This is because of the attempts to apply general curriculum to small schools by force 
without taking into account their special characteristics, which is interfering with the education to take advantage of 
the strengths of small schools (Kim and Lee, 2013). 
This study aims to enable students express themselves by photographing themselves inside class and outside 
school, in a case of a small elementary school with a total of 12 students. As a research instrument to achieve the 
study purpose, photovoice, a participant-centered action research method, was utilized. It is a research method, 
through which individuals perceive the phenomenon they experience through the tool of photograph and gain insight 
for the future, and which is used in a wide range of academic fields including social work, education, and physical 
education. In this study, photovoice has two goals. The first goal is that individuals record and show the strengths 
and the problems of the groups they belong to. The images in the photos describe how we see ourselves, how we 
define the world, and how we relate to the world. Through the process, new lessons can also be learned from how 
people interpret the images in addition to surface structure of description.  
The second goal is to facilitate critical dialogue and knowledge on the issues of individuals and the group they 
belong to by having a group discussion using the photos. Participants gain clear perspectives on the feelings they 
experience and the ways to express them through such opportunities.  
The photos of photovoice is not a simple data collection, but inform on the communication between participants 
and a researcher, and the feedback and evaluation on study results as well as the data to show the entire research 
process (Kim et al., 2015). This study is believed to allow students in a small elementary school to present their own 
lived experiences in class with images that capture their movement expressions. Everyday social and environmental 
lives of students in a small school were expressed through the photos the participants took themselves. This study 
process is designed to explore what the students currently living in small farming and fishing villages in Korea are 
like, what the description reveals, and accordingly, what is important in the continuity between school education and 
personal life. 
2. Research Questions 
Research questions are as follows. First, how students in a small elementary school perceive class content and 
their lives? Second, does the expressive activity class link the knowledge learned from school and students’ lives? If 
so, what specific aspects are expressed in the images of photos? This study utilizes photovoice in the expressive 
activity class to address these research questions. This is attempted to find the evidence that provides the opportunity 
to examine the knowledge obtained from school in students’ personal lives. 
3. Methods 
3.1. Participant 
Jeungwon Elementary School (pseudonym) is a small school with a total of 54 students. The participants of this 
study consist of 12 sixth graders (6 boys and 6 girls). The researcher of this study is a lecturer who visits them for 
the expressive activity class once a week. The participant characteristics are described in Table 1.  
Table 1. Participants 
School Name Grade Number of  Students Location Characteristics 
Jeungwon 6 Boy Girl Total Classroom Both boys and girls are outgoing and 
proactive 6 6 12 
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3.2. Data Collection 
This study was conducted from October 2013 to May 2014. Data were collected from nine class periods, and 
included photovoice photos and negatives, and notes on the photos. 
                Table 2. Data Collection 
Period/Topic 2013 2014 
Topic 1: Bean Topic 2: No more 
stale air 
Topic 3: Bean 
1 Context sharing 
Constructing 
questions and 
exploration 
Context sharing 
Constructing 
questions and 
exploration 
Context sharing 
Constructing 
questions and 
exploration 
2 Movement 
expression 
Creating a scenario 
Presentation of 
movement 
expressions and 
observations 
Movement 
expression 
Creating a 
scenario 
Presentation of 
movement 
expressions and 
observations 
Movement 
expression 
Creating a 
scenario 
Presentation of 
movement 
expressions and 
observations 
3 Completing and 
summarizing 
photovoice 
Completing and 
summarizing 
photovoice 
Completing and 
summarizing 
photovoice 
 
Disposable cameras were distributed to students for data collection. Students were asked to look around their 
surroundings to find those that are relevant to the expressive activity class and capture them in photos for a week. 
This researcher developed the photos taken by the cameras, and students looked at them and selected the ones they 
wanted to express. The selected photos were shown on a note and students took a note of how the photos were 
connected one another. In addition, students were asked to link five photos, arrange them in an order, and write 
down the reason for the arrangement. Then, students gave a presentation on the photos they selected one by one, 
sharing with peers. This process of presentation and sharing proceeded in a spontaneous atmosphere with questions 
and answers, and laughter and applause expressed freely. This researcher showed the photo data saved in a computer 
in advance on the screen in order to share them among students.  
3.3. Data Analysis 
In this study, spiral data analysis was conducted to analyze the data. Spiral data analysis is a method to analyze 
the forms and shapes of transformed data cyclically to interpret the meaning of data. Beginning with collecting 
image data, meaning is discovered as the narrative is provided from an interpretive perspective, and cyclical process 
continues while undergoing various aspects of analysis in the process (Cho, 2012). In other words, spiral data 
analysis was used in this study as an appropriate data analysis method to determine the meanings of personal 
experiences inside and outside school.  
4. Results 
4.1. Photovoice’s Various Facilitative Roles 
Photovoice, which was utilized for class communication with students for a short period of time, facilitated 
generating a number of unexpected meanings. It elicited students’ active participation in the expressive activity 
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class, enabled a wide range of self-interpretation of context, allowed critical thinking on the knowledge found in the 
surroundings, and most importantly, enabled linking class to life. 
4.1.1. Eliciting active participation in class 
Students said, “Teacher, show us photos.”, “Did you get them?”, and “You didn’t forget them, did you?”, staying 
around me with curiosity about photos and anticipation about what the photos would be like (2013 Topic 1, 3rd 
period). 
 
I felt even grateful that students checked upon learning process themselves, checked if I forgot anything, and 
pressed me to proceed with the process faster. Their curiosity enabled us to create student-centered class. Perception 
of expressive activity class that has been conducted with focus on movements in the functional aspects was 
gradually changing due to contexts. Students’ thinking expanded through context-based inquiry and movement 
expressions, and was also strengthened by their interest in photovoice. 
4.1.2. A Variety of self-interpretation about context 
Students captured in their photos the process of beans growing and then being made into food, a friend in a shape 
of a bean, color of bean, and even the field of beans. Interestingly, a student took photos of classmates who hate 
beans, like beans, and love beans. There was also a student who took pictures of the content of the initial story in the 
order. Another student took a picture of the content that eating beans leads to becoming taller, prettier, and more 
athletic. Students’ interests were linked to various things ranging from a context to surrounding environments, 
things, and people (2013 Topic 1, 2nd period). 
 
Students began from interest in beans, and then studied new information, came to understand knowing as their 
own, and expressed it with various movements. A variety of self-expressions were articulated by students including 
expressing the process of growth of beans arranged in a temporal order, and taking a picture of one’s friend who was 
expressing the shape of a bean through his body at the friend’s request. In these processes, the experience of 
revisiting the context with the friend was carried out naturally. As they saw a variety of colors of beans that are 
usually passed by, and took a picture of and observed the bean field in their environments, the experiences also let 
them learn which of their friends like or hate beans. In addition, it was apparent that they were very much interested 
in appearance from the fact that they talked about becoming taller, prettier, and more athletic by eating beans that 
are good for health.  
Photovoice expression following exploration and consequent movement expression provided opportunities to 
revisit the context and discuss again the parts that could not be expressed and had been missed. This helped students 
to proceed with the class that had started from one context in a variety of ways.  
4.1.3. Finding critical thinking about knowledge in the surroundings 
Students took pictures of the content that clean air makes freer person, nature being destroyed in a construction 
site, car fumes, trees, and flowers. Some students took pictures of friends by personifying good and bad air in the 
classroom…Photovoice allowed sharing the stories again that could not be shared in the previous periods, and 
wrapping up the class. It was a sufficient experience to link knowledge to the life around students who were used to 
teaching by rote (2013 Topic 3, 3rd period). 
 
A student was lying watching the sky freely. Another student took a picture of the scene and stated it is a freedom 
based on clean air. A student took a picture of the construction site in front of school, and talked about the site of 
destroying nature with a critical thinking. Students also exposed the car fumes by taking a picture of cars lined up, 
and captured trees and flowers in photos, indicating the appreciation of nature to protect. Another student assigned a 
role of bad and good air to peers, and took a picture of them.  
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Students’ diverse expressions provided not only entertainment but also the time to share and discuss a wide range 
of ideas of students, which facilitated examination of knowledge and information in their environment, discuss 
relevant issues, and gain critical perspectives. 
4.1.4. Connecting class and personal life 
A student also captured in a photo the landscape to show to three-spined stickleback, and the movements of 
three-spined stickleback she expressed at home with her sister. They were recollecting the stories in their lives and 
expressing them in play (2013 Topic 3, 3rd period). 
 
One student expressed her interest in three-spine stickleback, stating that “I took a picture of the landscape that I 
want to show to three-spined stickleback”, and took a picture of her sister holding her arms up, stating she was cute 
and looked like a three-spined stickleback. In addition, she took a picture of her sister playfully rolling on the 
blankets, stating that it felt like three-spined stickleback swimming, and took a picture of her sister facing her face 
down while raising arms forward, stating it is as if three-spined stickleback was feeding. In the process of expressing 
movements with her sister and taking a picture of them, the students revisited the context with her sister, and talked 
about the class in her life.  
 
A student examined things associated with beans at home, made beans out of rubber clay, and associated the 
characters in the story with grandfather and grandmother. As the student sometimes received assistance from family 
in the process of taking pictures, the context naturally permeated into his life (2014 Topic 2, 3rd period). 
 
The student must have recalled the context as he examined the every corner of the house to find something about 
beans at home. In addition, recalling grandfather and grandmother who take care of beans in the context, the student 
took a picture of his grandfather who’s giving a V-sign and his surprised-looking grandmother, with the assistance 
from family. In addition, he took a picture of the bean he made out of rubber clay, and the rice cake made of beans. 
The student connected class with life though the context, and expressed it with his own story.  
This became a meaningful time to find out how knowledge applies to students’ life, and how it can be expressed 
by them. Photovoice enabled directly connecting knowledge to students’ lives, and provided the time to revisit the 
context that had not been told. It broadened students’ thinking and helped them to understand knowledge and 
information from a variety of perspectives. 
5. Discussion and Conclusions 
In this study, photovoice is the driving force to stimulate the curiosity in the expressive activity class. In the 
expressive activity class that used to consist of body movements only, communicating with students through 
photovoice in the process of sharing and asking about, and exploring contexts in the expressive activity class made 
students curious and interested in the newly organized expressive activity class. In the simply fun-focused class, the 
context of the expressive activity class was expressed through a different medium, i.e., photos, making “building a 
relationship” with life possible.  
 
 Students poured out questions like “Are you really giving them to us?”, “How do we do it?”, and ‘What should 
we take a picture of?” I explained about cameras and told them to find anything associated with the context and take 
pictures of them. I wrapped up the 1st period with the expectation that the curiosity that students exhibited to 
transfer to exploration process and movement expression activity (2013 Topic 2, 1st period). 
 
Students showed a great interest in disposable cameras. They were curious about the experience of finding what 
they leaned in their environment and capturing them in photos. Students were curious about how their photos would 
come out, and what their classmates’ photos were like…I approached them and asked how photos were linked to 
stories and what they had in mind when they took the photos. When I asked them to write them down on a note, they 
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nodded and began the activity. They selected photos, created and presented stories by connecting to the selected 
photos (2013 Topic 2, 3rd period). 
 
For the students who found and expressed knowing, photovoice enabled active participation in class, a wide 
range of self-interpretation on knowledge, and critical thinking on knowledge in their surroundings. In addition, it 
allowed building links between knowledge and personal life. The photovoice class designed for communication 
among students, as I organized the expressive activity class, not only facilitated students’ curiosity but also enabled 
another self-expression linked to movement expressions, and internalization of knowledge by linking the knowledge 
gained from the expressive activity class to life. This suggests that expressive activity class not only enabled the 
expression of movements but also linked to expression of another art field for expansion of artistic thinking, and 
such class allowed looking at knowledge and information from a variety of perspectives. It suggests that although 
the expressive activity class is currently implemented with a focus on the 1st and 2nd graders, the need to implement 
integrated classes also in other grades exists. Moreover, there is a need to provide students with opportunity to 
choose, find, and express knowing on their own in the art field as well. It is because students’ choosing and 
expressing an art field on their own can facilitate creative original expressions and increase the quality of 
expression. 
In this study, the expressive activity class that utilized photovoice enabled students in a small school to connect 
the class to their lives. In other words, it became the opportunity to learn about how knowledge and life are 
connected and how knowledge is presented in daily lives. Students interpreted practice and experience from their 
own independent perspectives rather than connecting knowledge and life by simple delivery of knowledge. They 
found knowledge in daily lives on their own, captured them in photos, shared the stories with others using the 
photos, and put together pieces of meanings. Therefore, the fact that connecting personal life and the content of 
public activity of class is possible has significance in practice of curriculum. The class utilizing photovoice was an 
instrument for the teacher to understand students and enabled students to find and express their knowing.  
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